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Oscar Wilde, well-known as an advocator of aestheticism, produces different 
forms of literary creation, including dialogue, essay, play, prose, poem, fairy tale and 
fiction, etc. He published two collections of fairy tales The Happy Prince and Other 
Tales (1888), and A House of Pomegranates (1891), which, though including only 
nine stories, made a hit upon publication and attracted much attention from scholars. 
Readers are pretty impressed by his interesting stories and beautiful language. He is 
named “prince of fairy tales” and his stories are compared favorably with Grimm’s 
and Andersen’s. However, Wilde no longer repeats the happy ending about the prince 
and the princess; nor does he express directly the good wish that virtue is always 
rewarded while evil punished. Instead, he presents a unique pathetic beauty by 
outstanding narrative styles. 
Based on theories of narratology, this thesis makes an in-depth analysis of Oscar 
Wilde’s fairy tales, with a view to seek some deep meanings of his stories from 
different aspects of narration: plot and focalization, narrative time and space, nature of 
characters and their narrative functions, narrative communication, and so on. From 
this study of his fairy tales, I conclude that various contradictions are implied: the 
contradictory relationship between the child’s world and the adult’s world, that 
between real space and illusory space, and the contradictory values of Wilde himself, 
including values of love, moral and beauty, all of which can be attributed to the 
contradiction between art and reality. Such contradictions are the embodiment of 
Wilde’s aesthetic theory and practice, and an analysis of those may help readers 
achieve a deeper understanding of Wilde’s fairy tales and their literary values. 
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Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) has been the focus of attention among literary critics 
since the late 19th century. He is known as poet, essayist, novelist, playwright, as well 
as advocator and practitioner of the English Aesthetic Movement. He is also 
remembered for his witty epigrams. Apart from his achievements in literature, his 
personal life also attracted attention both at his own time and afterwards. The study of 
his works has never ceased, partly for the reason that people’s interest in his unique 
personality and mysterious personal life has never waned. 
Oscar was born in Dublin in 1854, the second of three children of Sir William 
Wilde and Jane Wilde. His father, Ireland’s ear and eye surgeon, was knighted in 1864 
for his contribution as medical adviser and assistant commissioner to the censuses of 
Ireland. Unlike William, an enthusiast for antiques and the past, Oscar’s mother, Jane 
Wilde, under the pseudonym “Speranza” (the Italian word for Hope), was a poet and 
novelist holding the passion for liberation and the future. His parents’ different 
personalities and attitudes had some influences on Oscar’s personality; as a result, he 
showed great tolerance toward contradictory things. After graduation from Trinity 
College, Dublin, where he proved himself an outstanding student, he attended 
Magdalen College, Oxford in 1874, where he became well-known for his role in the 
aesthetic and decadent movement. At Oxford, Wilde appeared eccentric because of his 
long hair, odd clothes, and strange taste for room decoration. He once said, “I find it 
harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china” (Elmann 64), which quickly 
became famous, accepted as a slogan by aesthetes but disdained by critics. He was 
under the influence of his tutors, Walter Pater and John Ruskin, who also upheld 
different doctrines. Meanwhile, Oscar himself always showed contradictory attitudes 
toward art, beauty, and other values, which had a profound influence on his daily 
activities, conversations, manners, and his literary works.  
From January to October, 1882, Oscar Wilde made a lecture tour in America, 
where his first play Vera was produced yet without much success. He introduced his 
aesthetic theories to the Americans, and in spite of disapproval, sarcasm and taunt 
from critics and the press, his wit and talent won him much admiration and a large 















constituted the most persistent and strongest attack against vulgar materialism 
(Elmann 280). After returning to London, he settled down and married an Irish 
woman, Constance Mary Lloyd, with whom he had two sons. Thereafter, people 
witnessed his brilliance in writing since he produced lots of marvelous works, 
consisting of critical essays, dramas, short stories and a novel, etc. His first volume of 
fairy tales The Happy Prince and Other Tales was published in May of 1888, which 
actually established Oscar Wilde’s reputation and status as a master in literature. The 
second collection of fairy tales A House of Pomegranates was published in 1891. In 
the same year, he published his only but distinguished novel The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, drama Lady Windermere’s Fan, a collection of short stories Lord Arthur Savile’s 
Crime and Other Stories, and a long political essay “The Soul of Man Under 
Socialism”. Then, he wrote a few more well-known comedies such as A Woman of No 
Importance (1892), The Duchess of Padua (1893), The Importance of Being Earnest 
(1895), An Ideal Husband (1895), all of which were put on stage. Another play, 
Salomé, written in French, was banned in England by censors at first but turned out to 
be a masterpiece and attracted much interest from readers and scholars. 
In 1895, Oscar Wilde was accused of homosexuality by Marquess Queensberry, 
father of Wilde’s close friend Douglas. Wilde was sentenced to prison for two years, 
which led him to compose De Profundis and the poem “The Ballad of Reading Gaol”. 
He left prison in 1897 and went to Paris, where financially bankrupt and spiritually 
downcast, he died of meningitis in 1900.  
Among all his literary achievements, Oscar Wilde published two collections of 
fairy tales, The Happy Prince and Other Tales (consisting of 5 stories, “The Happy 
Prince”, “The Nightingale and the Rose”, “The Selfish Giant”, “The Devoted Friend”, 
and “The Remarkable Rocket”) and A House of Pomegranates (including 4 stories, 
“The Young King”, “The Birthday of the Infanta”, “The Fisherman and His Soul”, and 
“The Star Child”). Readers are impressed greatly by the aesthetic language and style 
of those tales, which are compared favorably with Grimm’s and Andersen’s 
masterpieces. The two collections of fairy tales, especially the first one, have earned 
favorable reception by readers. More than ten news media, such as Saturday Review, 
Athenaeum, Universal Review, Pall Mall Gazette, etc., make favorable comments on 
these fairy tales. But compared with his dramas and novel or even his personal life, 
studies about his fairy tales are not that abundant until the early 1970s when his tales 















commentaries and studies are still available about those stories at home and abroad 
now.   
Virian Wreaka Robinson analyzes Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales in his doctoral 
dissertation entitled “Adult Symbolism in the Literary Fairy Tales of the Late 
Nineteenth Century” (1971). Christopher S. Nassaar discusses the theme of Wilde’s 
fairy tales in his work “Into the Demon Universe: A Literary Exploration of Oscar 
Wilde” (1974) and describes Wilde’s teacher Walter Pater’s influence in “Pater in 
Wilde’s The Happy Prince and Other Tales and a house of Pomegranates” (2002). 
Besides, theses like “The Moral Prerogative in Oscar Wilde: A Look at the Fairy 
Tales” by John Allen Quintus (1977), and “The Language of Allegory in Oscar 
Wilde's Tales” by Maria Edelson (1988), “Oscar Wilde, Victorian Fairy Tales, and the 
Meanings of Atonement” by Elizabeth Goodenough (1999), all discuss Wilde’s fairy 
tales from different theoretical perspectives.  
As a matter of fact, Wilde’s fairy tales were first introduced to China by Zhou 
Zuoren’s translation of The Happy Prince. Thereafter, many scholars showed great 
interest in Wilde’s fairy tales. Nowadays, different versions of translation are coming 
out and comments and interpretations are increasing gradually. Zhang Jing’s 
postgraduate thesis “An Experimentation on Aestheticism with Fairy Tale Image – A 
New Exploration of Oscar Wilde’s Fairy Tale ‘The Fisherman and His Soul’” (2007) 
is based on textual reading to find out subtexts in the story “The Fisherman and His 
Soul” by analyzing the deep structures of the story. Most of the theses about Wilde’s 
tales offer a focused study of his aestheticism, such as Luo Linna’s “Fantasy and 
Reality: Aesthetic Criticism of Oscar Wilde’s Fairy Tales” (2008), Liao Shujuan’s 
“The Contradictions of Aestheticism: A Study of Oscar Wilde’s Fairy Tales” (2009), 
etc. There have been thematic studies about his fairy tales recently, such as the death 
themes, the adult world in fairy tales, morality and values, religious prototype, images. 
Besides, an interdisciplinary approach has been used in studies of his stories now. For 
instance, Cai Yaping studies the language of Wilde’s fairy tales from the perspective 
of linguistics in her thesis “Functional and Pragmatic Studies of Wilde’s Language in 
Fairy Tales” (2009); Yang Qian’s thesis “Faustian Dilemma in Wilde’s Fairy Tales: A 
Psychoanalytic Perspective” (2012) interprets and explains the Faustian Dilemma that 
appears in Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales with the help of Freudian psychoanalytic theory. 
Different perspectives of research about Wilde’s fairy tales are still arising. 















outstanding literary masterpieces that are worth reading more than just fairy tales told 
to children. This thesis aims to make an in-depth analysis of Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales 
from the theoretical perspectives of narratology to analyze the tactful narrative skills 
in order to find out deep meanings, and make a narratological interpretation of the 
stories so as to enhance the understanding of Wilde’s fairy tales and their literary 
values. Narratology focuses on the text of narration by emphasizing the characteristics 
and inner structures of narrative. Through the analyses of plot, point of view, narrative 
time and space, characterization and narrative communication, etc., narratology offers 
a good way of interpretation for literature so as to grasp the deep structures and 
meanings of the text and participate in the process of reading in rational and logical 
perspectives. Recently, narratological theories have been combined with research 
methods of other disciplines and used in other fields as well.  
Through a narratological study of Wilde’s fairy tales, contradictions are found 
such as the contradictory relationship between the child’s world and the adult’s world, 
that between real space and illusory space, and the contradictory values of Wilde 
himself, including values of love, morals and beauty, themes of morality, ethics and 
critical realism, are discovered between the lines. Nevertheless, Wilde’s aesthetic 
principle itself contains contradictions while Wilde acknowledges and embraces such 
contradictions. Therefore, Wilde’s fairy tales represent his aesthetic theory and 
practice. It will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.  
Chapter One is an analysis on how plot and focalization are developed in Wilde’s 
fairy tales. The omniscient narrator targets certain different characters by switching 
the focalization to transfer the meaning and aesthetic effect so that different plots, 
themes and subtexts are implied in the stories. 
Chapter Two deals with narrative time and space, explains special reset chronos 
in fairy tales, and explores the contradiction between real space and illusory space in 
Wilde’s fairy tales as well as its deep meanings. 
Chapter Three is mainly concerned with characters in Wilde’s fairy tales, 
analyzing their characteristics and similarities to figure out the narrative functions and 
deep meanings they carry. 
Chapter Four explains narrative communication of the stories between implied 
author and implied reader, narrator and narratee, and the influence of the social 
background of the real author on the stories as well, with a view to find out 















implied author, and reveal reflections of real society of the late 19th century in his 
stories. 
Finally, the Conclusion makes a summary and comes to the conclusion that there 
are contradictions combined with different subtexts implied in Wilde’s fairy tales. 
Those fairy tales cannot only be considered as stories for children but the presentation 
and experiment of Wilde’s aestheticism as well as an embodiment of his vision and 
even his criticism of the Victorian society, thus having certain literary value.  
Each chapter analyzes the works from different aspects of narratology, yet they 
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Chapter One  Plot and Focalization 
    This chapter makes an analysis on how plots are progressing in Wilde’s fairy 
tales and how the omniscient narrator targets certain different characters by switching 
the focalization to transfer the meaning and aesthetic effect, taking “The Fisherman 
and His Soul” for example. Through the analysis, different themes and subtexts are 
found to be implied in the stories. 
1.1 Multiple Story-lines in “The Fisherman and His Soul” and Other 
Tales 
In theory of narratology, “story” and “discourse” are regarded as two essential 
aspects of a narrative work. Victor Shklovsky, Russian Formalist theorist, views 
“story” as basic materials which constitute the “underlying structure” of a narrative 
structure, while “plot” is a rearrangement of the materials by the writer in aesthetic 
terms, which implies the literariness of the narrative structure (Shen 43). 
Rimmon-Kenan, Israeli narratologist, explains that several micro-sequences combine 
into macro-sequences, which then build up a complete story. And there are 
“story-lines” between macro-sequences and story. Those story-lines are presented by 
some groups of characters (27). That different story-lines are often produced in the 
same story makes the plot more attractive and meaningful.  
Irish folklore had great impact on Wilde’s creation of fairy tales. However, he 
never followed the old routine but created fairy tales of his own style. The stories 
might be easy for reading and understanding outwardly, but several story-lines are 
implied in stories more or less subtly, and most endings are unexpected rather than 
traditional fairy tales’ happy ending. Stith Thompson, American scholar of folklore, 
concludes that traditional fairy tales are simple without any complicated plot. If two 
or more complications lie in the plot of a story, there are bound to be literary signs 
(qtd. in Wan 22). Although Wilde’s fairy tales are easy to understand mostly, some of 
his stories, especially those in the second collection, have been said to be “adult fairy 
tales” because of the complicated plots and implied meanings in the stories. Thus, 
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more narrative techniques to deliver his ideals of aesthetic art to stories so that his 
tales are endowed with more literariness than traditional ones. 
“The Fisherman and His Soul” is one of the stories in Wilde’s second collection 
of fairy tales which appear to be more suitable for adults rather than children. It is a 
story about a young fisherman who fell in love with a beautiful mermaid and tried to 
stay with her at the cost of his own soul. He turned to a witch for help to give away 
his soul so as to live together with the Mermaid under the sea. But the Soul came back 
each year and seduced the Fisherman to leave his lover. He didn’t listen to the Soul at 
first, but when the Soul mentioned a pair of human’s feet, the Fisherman couldn’t 
reject the seduction because the Mermaid didn’t have a pair of feet to dance on. He 
left the Mermaid but realized the ugliness of his Soul yet he couldn’t get rid of the 
Soul and failed to return to the Mermaid. Finally, the Soul attempted to come into the 
Fisherman’s heart but the Fisherman died of a broken heart after finding the death of 
the Mermaid. 
The main characters in this story are as follows: the young Fisherman, the Soul, 
the Mermaid, the Witch, the mysterious Man, the Priest and the merchants. Each 
character bears different experience during the story and plays a certain part in the 
progression of plot. There are two basic story-lines as we can see clearly: a love story 
about the young Fisherman and the Mermaid; a tangled story between the Fisherman 
and his Soul. Nevertheless, there are another two minor story-lines that may be easily 
ignored: the plot about the Fisherman and the Witch, and the plot about the Fisherman 
and the Priest and the merchants. These story-lines progress simultaneously or 
sequentially throughout the story. 
As is shown in the title, the tale is about a fisherman and his soul. Therefore it is 
likely to be considered as a story of selling the soul. The image of the young 
Fisherman runs through the whole story as the protagonist. As the story goes, the 
Fisherman fell in love with the Mermaid and asked for her hand, but the Mermaid 
refused him for he had a Soul. Therefore, the Fisherman decided to get rid of the Soul 
with every effort. He asked the Priest who persuaded him not to do it, the merchants 
who laughed at his idea, and the Witch who helped complete his wish. The Soul was 
just an invisible character so far. Not until the Fisherman was going to cut off the 
shadow of his body (the Soul) was the Soul’s voice heard. Hereafter, the Soul 
becomes the second protagonist of the story and its image becomes apparent and 
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